PAINLESS SURGERY -The following extract from a letter from Dr. C. Buchanan, of Port Stephens, to Captain King, describing an operation performed upon a patient who had inhaled ether, has been handed to us for publication. It will be seen that it corroborates all that has been said in favour of this important discovery:-"I wrote to you on 21 st about a man named F!ickey, ~ho was brought into the Company s Hosp~tal with a popliteal aneurysm, and requestmg you to make inquiry abo~t his ?eing admitted into the General Hospital, m Sydney; or should there be any difficulty about that, to send me up an aneurysmal needle, &c, and I would operate here. Finding that the aneurysmal tumour continued to increase very rapidly, and the man suffering great pain, I thought it would be bette.r to operate at all hazards, as the conveymg him to Sydney might be attended with risk. I got Fletcher to make me an aneurysmal needle and a pair of retractors, which answered the purpose very well. I performed the operation, and not being aware of the kind of apparatus used for the inhalation of ether, I tried the simple bladder with mouthpiece, similar to what is used in the inhalation of nitrous oxide, or laughing gas, which answered the purpose admirably (I must tell y~u that I first tried it on myself, which convmced me as to its efficacy). When everything was ready for the operation, the patient was made to inhale the ether, which appeared to have little effect for nearly ten minutes, when the limbs became suddenly rigid and contracted (the very opposite of what I wanted); immediately, however, he fell back, apparently quite insensible, and the rigidity entirely ceased. I then made my first cut, which caused the slightest twitch of the leg, but nothing more; the artery was cut d<?wn and tied in the usual way, the patient breathing all the time as in a deep sleep. After the operation of tying the artery was over, which took about five minutes, and while the wound was being brought together with straps, he rallied and looked at first confused, he was then carried into bed, and upon being questioned as to how he felt during the operation, he said he knew perfectly well what we were doing, but he did not suffer the slightest pain. I am happy to say the man is doing remarkably well, the tumour is reduced, and not the slightest pulsation is discernible. Dr. Douglas, who assisted me, says he could not perceive the slightest change in the pulse during the time he was under the influence of the ether." Sydney Morning Herald, July 6 . Intrigued by this report we decided to research the circumstances which led to the administration of what must be one of the first general anaesthetics in Australasia.
A settlement on the Hunter River was established west of Coal Island (now Nobby's) to mine coal and lime and to log cedar. In time the Hunter Valley became the farm produce and coal basket to the colony of New South Wales.
King's Town (now Newcastle) was established as a penal colony. A Hospital was built there in 1817. The Royal Newcastle Hospital which grew from this, is thus the oldest hospital occupying its original site in Australia. Morpeth and Maitland were established on the Hunter River as a port and produce centre respectively.
By 1846 some 60,000 people were in the Hunter district. The main population centres were connected by the Hunter River which was then navigable to ships as far as Morpeth.
The increase in population in the ten years from 1836, when there were 704 people and 40 houses in Newcastle, had been enormous and was attributable to the availability of land for free settlers and the rapid increase in migration as a result of the potato famine in I reland. In 1846 the area had 47,119 free settlers of whom 22,537 were ex-convicts. There were 45,583 acres under crops and a sheep population of 643,518 C) (Newcastle M orning Herald 1846).
"Many large vessels were entering the Hunter River under charter to carry Australian Coal to the West Coast of South America and other parts of the world for use in the growing fleet of steamers, some of which already were giants up to 1400 Tons." (Newcastle Morning Herald 1847). The Mailland Mercury of October, 1846, carried a tender call for "groceries, bread, meat and coffins" to the Maitland Hospital. It also gave a report of that institution which showed a financial deficit of £ 14 during the quarterly period, despite having treated 48 patients "23 of whom were discharged cured or relieved, 4 sent to Sydney asylum, 4 havc dicd, 4 arc outdoor, and 13 at present indoor patients: Mercury of May 8, 1847. "The New York correspondent of a contemporary says:-'one of the most eminent of the medical men of Boston (Dr. Bigelow) has lately read a report before a medical society upon the discovery of a perfectly manageable process for producing insensibility to pain during surgical and dental operations'." This report from the English paper Bell's Messenger, December 21, 1846, goes on to state the agent (a prepared ether protected by patent) and its method of administration.
This was via "a small two-necked glass globe (which) contains the prepared vapour together with sponges to prepare the evaporating surface. One aperture admits the air to the interior, where charged with vapour, it is drawn through the second aperture into the lungs ... The inspired air then passes through the bottle, but the expiration is diverted by a valve at the mouthpiece, and, escaping the apartment, is thus prevented from vitiating the medicated vapour".
The May 8, 1847, report further states "Dr. Bigelow gives the three following apologies for covering its beneficial use by a patient:-First it is capable of abuse and can readily be applied to vicarious purposes. Second, its action is not thoroughly understood and its use should be restricted to reasonable persons. Thirdly, one of its greatest fields is the mechanical art of dentistry, many of whose processes are, by connection, secret or protected by patients rights".
The Maitland Mercury of May 15, 1847, transcribing from the London Bell's Life of January 17, 1847, reports the "Painless Surgical Operations" at Guy's Hospital for lithotomy and hernia done under the influence of ether. It also describes in a paragraph headed "The Ether Antidote" the experiment wherein ether was administered at the Royal Infirmary Edinburgh to an emaciated young man "whose limb it was decided necessary to amputate at the middle of the thigh".
The Maitland Mercury of May 19, in its leading article reports of the "use of ether in Surgical Operations" in Britain. Reported were an above knee amputation at Bristol General Hospital, cure of phymosis, catheter passing and incision of an abscess at King's College Hospital, an amputation at Richmond Hospital, Dublin, a further variety of operations at Cambridge and more in London all prior to January 11, 1847.
The Mercury of May 26 reports a Punch satirical piece suggesting that ether may well "be applied to the more delicate operations of Politics, particularly those amputations needing to be performed by Sir Robert Peel on the Conservative body".
It should be pointed out that it was on July 26, 1847, that the Mercury reported the Sydney Morning Herald's July 6 mention of the anaesthesia given in the Hunter Valley some time before. This time scale was however not maintained for events which occurred in Sydney. The Mercury on June 12, reporting the Sydney Morning Herald of June 8 has the following article.
PAINLESS SURGERY. -We had an opportunity yesterday of witnessing, at Mr. Belisario's, the extraction of teeth from persons who had inhaled ether, and in two cases the effect was, as described in recent papers from England, almost miraculous. After inhaling the ether for a few minutes, the patients became insensible, and in one instance the tooth was extracted without the slightest emotion being visible, and in the other there was a scream, but in both cases they declared that they had no knowledge whatever of what had taken place, and would at first scarcely believe that the tooth had been removed. This is such a deeply interesting and important subject that we shall take an early opportunity of referring to it at length. This suggests almost a routine Monday morning "list" at Mr. Belisario's on June 7. It suggests that Belisario had administered ether for dental extractions on previous occasions and thus antedated those anaesthesias of Dr. Pugh of Launceston on June 7, as previously reported by Wilson (1978) .
It is of course more than likely that both Belisario and Pugh experimented or practised the technique of ether administration on themselves or others earlier (as did Buchanan) but also like him did not pUblicise the fact. DISCUSSION Did Dr. Buchanan refer to the May 21, or June 21, 1847 ? Potter (1938 and Wilson (1978) assume it was June. If he referred to May 21, then his operation being a "few" days later in May would have antedated those anaesthesias, of early June of Belisario in Sydney for dental extractions and those of Pugh in Launceston on June 7 for lens extraction etc.
Times and communications moved at a more leisurely pace 130 years ago. It is possible that Buchanan's letter, if written in late June from Stroud, reached King in Sydney within the three or four days necessary to have it published in the Sydney paper on July 6. King would have left Sydney to return to Port Stephens earlier.
It is more in keeping with the pace of the times (as indicated by the Maitland paper's July 28 extract of the Sydney paper's article of 15 days earlier) that the letter from Buchanan was written in late May.
Regardless of whose was the first anaesthesia, the circumstances surrounding the giving of an anaesthesia in Stroud in I 847 are intriguing.
It was fascinating to us to find the first Australian newspaper report of anaesthesia, its method and administration and its repeated success should be in The Maitland Mercury. P. P. King's influence in this regard may have been responsible. A man of this enormous stature and scientific capability may have stimulated in the area, a search for the new and improving.
Wc enquired of the Royal Society and the Royal Society of Medicine if any communication had reached them from King regarding the anaesthesia. It had not.
The AA Coy's records of the time have been systematically destroyed. The AA Coy itself is an extraordinary story, in some ways it would make modern finance companies look like benevolent societies. State Legislation removed it from the Coast to Stroud! The statute of limitations, poor storage conditions in the Company's repository on the Newcastle Wharf and political considerations may all be responsible. Very little of the Company's records prior to 1850 survive. It is likely the Buchanan letter would have been destroyed as the ANU Archives of Business and Labour contain only deposit 78 which do not pertain to the Newcastle region. A search of the extant records from Newcastle which were removed to Tamworth in 1955 failed to find the letter. Deposit 1 of the AA records, which is the logical place in which such a letter would have been kept has been destroyed.
Other searches have been fruitless. Maunder Jones (1972), Dorothy Walsh (1967) and J. D. Lang (1853) do not shed any further light on the subject. "The letters and papers of Phillip Parker King" and "The Macarthur Papers" in the Mitchell Library contain no appropriate references.
Thus the intriguing search, though rewarding in itself, appears not to have reached a finite conclusion. One can only continue to be puzzled at how a country doctor in a remote area felt as he prepared to give anaesthesia for a major surgical procedure about the middle of 1847.
